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Students of American labor problems have long been hampered by the
lack of any comprehensive data on employment, hours, and earnings. There
has been no lack of isolated studies pertaining to these fields but these
studies have covered different phases of different industries at different
periods. The reports on hours worked have not always corresponded to the
records of pay. Rarely indeed has one been able to obtain a fair comparison
of conditions in a series of industries. Our knowledge concerning the total
effect of a depression upon employment has been painfully incomplete.
Because of these reasons, everyone who has tried to piece together the avail-
able fragments and thus make a composite picture of the situation of the
employed classes has felt the crying need of a study which would treat all
industries in a uniform manner.
The investigation authorized by the Committee on Unemployment and
Business Cycles appointed by President Harding's Conference on Unem-
ployment made it possible to obtain this much-needed information. When
the National Bureau of Economic Research was entrusted with the task of
studying the relationship of unemployment to the business cycle, the Staff
of the Bureau laid plans at once to draw as complete a picture as possible of
employment conditions throughout the country.
The data presented in the succeeding chapters were all secured from
questionnaires, the three types of which are here shown.
firstschedule was designed to secure directly from employees inf or-
mation showing the time they lost through various causes, their hours of
work, pay, family income, and income per ammain.1 The needed informa-
'An ammain is defined as a gross demand for articles of consumption having a total
money valae equal to that demanded by the average mate in the given class at the age when his
tutal requiremenis for expense of maintenance reach a maximum. For a discussion of this
unit and its uses in measuring the relative needs of different classes of the population,
see The U. S. Public Health Reports, Nov. 26, 1920, or The Journal of Political Economy,
July, 1921, p. 571.
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I
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tion was so detailed that it was impracticable to collect it without the aid of
trained enumerators. An effort to obtain an adequate number of voluntary
workers who would canvass employees and secure records of their employ-
ment and wages met with but limited success. Since the funds available did
not permit of the hiring of a large number of enumerators, this inquiry was
not pushed and the number of well-filled schedules turned in was not suffi-
cient to constitute a very reliable sample. However, the data obtained by
this method have some value, inasmuch as they tend to confirm the con-
clusions based upon a study of the tables derived from the other types of
schedules.'
In only one respect did a difficulty of interpretation arise.Column (s)
calls for "Total Working Days in Period." This number is evidently more
or less variable, for some persons work five days week'y and others six or
seven. The five day week of school teachers was the most common source
of confusion.However, this difficulty was not serious, as the schedule
editors usually found data from which to draw conclusions concerning the
actual state of affairs.
The second questionnaire was distributed through the courtesy of the
Federal Bureau of Markets and Crop Estimates to its Township Crop
Reporters.It asked for the occupations followed during the last two years
by members of farmers' families and also for the number of employees hired
by each farmer, the hours they worked, and the wages they received. Some
8,500 schedules were returned, most of which were found to contain usable
information.
This questionnaire proved satisfactory except for the fact that while it
asked for a statement of wages, including board, lodging, etc., it did not call
for a separate estimate of the value of board, lodging, etc., furnished. Under
the circumstances, it is impossible to detect the error if a farmer failed to
follow instructions and did not include perquisites with wages. Through
such oversights a certain degree of error may have crept into the resulting
tabulations.2
The third questionnaire which asked employers in other industries to
furnish information similar to that requested of farmers, developed one
serious and unexpected defect. The term "Full Time Hours Per Week for
Average Employee" proved to be ambiguous. It therefore was found nec-
essary to explain to many informants that this phrase was intended to
signify an ideal full-time standard when the plant was in operation rather
than the number of hours that the men actually worked or the time that the
plant was running.One or two informants felt that the word "Hired"
could mean only taken on and never kept in employ. For some purposes, it
'See pages 70—73.
2Fora fuller discussion of this point, see Chapter V, pages 135—140.INTRODUCTION 17
would have been advantageous had the informants been asked to state
whether the figures furnished were or were not taken from actual records.
However, in most instances, the nature of the returns seems to indicate their
origin. The accuracy of the returns would have been increased—especially
in the field of domestic and personal service—if employers had been asked
to include as wages the value of any perquisites furnished. The crowded
condition of this schedule made it difficult, however, to follow the example
set in the report form for farmers by inserting such instructions to the
informants.Aside from these points, the schedule seems wholly satis-
factory.Its strong features are its completeness and the four optional
forms which make it adaptable to the different types of accounts kept by
various business men.
Assistance in the distribution of this questionnaire came from many
sources. The United States Bureau of the Census gave prompt and effective
aid.Numerous teachers of economics and a few other teachers and their
students, a considerable number of secretaries of Chambers of Commerce,
and a large number of individual business men devoted much time, effort,
and money to assisting in the collection of the information.
The Bureau of Railway Economics furnished practically complete data
for the railways. The United States Chamber of Commerce circularized its
members in behalf of the study. In addition to such voluntary efforts, paid
enumerators obtained numerous records from employers in the cities of New
York, Chicago, and St. Louis. In all, nearly 3,000 satisfactory records were
obtained, covering all sections of the United States and most important
fields of industry. The schedules were edited and verified by the National
Bureau of Economic Research, but the Bureau of the Census assumed the
burden of tabulating the data.
Manifestly, a large proportion of all the records received, especially in
the case of smaller concerns, rests upon estimates rather than upon actual
accounts. The estimates, however, relate to things concerning which the
employer, as a rule,. is keenly interested and fully informed; hence there is
little reason to suppose that accidental errors in the estimates have mate-
rially affected the accuracy of the averages. The belief that the estimates
are substantially accurate is supported by the fact that, in almost every
industry, the reported data show but a small scatter.In order to test the
matter objectively, several groups of schedules were divided into two
classes: first, those evidently derived from actual accounts; second, those
based upon estimates.This division could not be made with absolute
accuracy but, in most instances, the character of the figures on the schedule
indicated whether accounts or estimates had been used by the informant.
The general tendency is for large concerns to depend upon records and small
enterprises to rely upon estimates, hence only six industrial groups were18 EMPLOYMENT HOURS AND EARNINGS
found which contained enough schedules to give any hope of obtaining
statistical regularity and, even in these six groups, the number of informants
furnishing data from records was seldom over thirty and in some instances
considerably less.In the case of the Food, Beverage, and Tobacco factories,
one concern owning half a dozen factories dominated the entire group that
apparently used actual records in making up their reports. The schedules
from the other industrial groups constituted fairer samples, though smaller
than might be desired.The quotients obtained by using the number of
employee hours worked in the peak quarter of 1920 as a divisor and the
number of employee hours worked in the corresponding quarter of 1921 as
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While there is considerable divergence in some instances, there appears to
be no constant tendency for the estimates to run either higher or lower than
those figures secured from informants possessing actual records.There is,
then, no reason for believing that the use of estimates has biased the results.
Another question of moment is whether enough reports have been delib-
erately falsified to vitiate the averages. We have no guarantee, of course,
that such falsification has not taken place, but it is believed that the fact
that the schedules were obtained under the auspices of the Bureau of the
Census and that assurance was given to informants that all information
would be considered confidential has minimized any tendency to falsifica-
tion which might have existed. The similarity of the items in the reports
received from different employers in the same business leads one to believe
that the results are reasonably dependable.
It also is worthy of mention that schedules collected from similar estab-
lishments by hired enumerators and those collected by mail lead to identical
conclusions regarding tendencies within any given field of employment.
The pay roll data secured from factories show the same general trend that
appears in similar records published by governmental departments, both
State and Federal.INTRODUCTION
It is highly probable that the changes shown by the data are much more
typical than are the absolute sizes of some of the quantities.In many
instances, for example, an employer cannot estimate very accurately the
absolute number of hours worked per week by his employees, but he is
likely to know just about how much the average working day has increased
or diminished in a given period. On the whole, then, the evidence seems to
be sufficient to warrant the conclusion that the results of this inquiry indi-
cate reasonably well the fluctuations that have occurred between January 1,
1920, and March 31, 1922.
Records were secured from employers who hire about one-tenth of all the
employees in the United States. However, the proportion differs radically
in different industries, a fact that is illustrated by the entries in Table I.
Under these circumstances, a simple total or average of all the samples
would be highly misleading. To secure significant results, it has, therefore,
been necessary to weight all of the items according to the importance of the
fields which they represent. The process followed has been first to estimate
the ratio of the total number of employees in the United States falling in the
given category on August 15, 1920, to the number who on the same date
were working for the reporting employers, and then to multiply all items
of earnings or hours by these ratios.In this manner, a record is Obtained
which portrays, as accurately as the data will permit, the results for the
Continental United States.Owing to the paucity of existing information
concerning the number of employees working for large and for small scale
enterprises in such fields as the hand trades, public, domestic, and profes-
sional service, or commerce and trade, the weights used may sometimes be
very faulty, but, fortunately, the nature of the data is such that it is almost
certain that errors arising from this source will not invalidate any of the
major conclusions of the study.
Clearly, the degree of reliance which can be placed upon the figures for
any group in any industry depends largely upon the size and nature of the
sample secured. The necessity of giving full information prevented many
concerns from making returns, but since there was obviously no point in
adding another fragmentary report to the long list of such studies already
existing, it was necessary to secure records only from those informants who
could furnish complete data.While this requirement materially lessened
the number of reports sent in, the handicap was not great enough to pre-
vent the return by several industries of sufficient schedules to furnish what
appear to be entirely adequate samples. True, in the fields of building and
construction, other hand trades, and public and professional service, the
samples are too small to justify placing much faithin the estimates derived
therefrom. The same may be said of the estimates for large-scale agricul-
tural undertakings, and small-scale mining, transportation, financial, and20
TABLEI
AN ESTIMATE OF THE PER CENTS OF ALL EMPLOYEES IN THE VARIOUS
INDUSTRIAL FIELDS WHO WERE WORKING ON AUGUST 15, 1920,






















































































































































































































































































a Estimatesof number of employees and their apportionment probably close to the truth.
b Total number of employees approximately correct, but apportionment may be widely in error.
CEstimatesvery rough.INTRODUCTION 21
personal-service enterprises. On the other hand, the sample records from
ordinary sized farms, large-scale concerns engaged in mining, transporta-
tion, finance, and personal service, and all sizes of factories and commercial
enterprises seem large enough to warrant considerable reliance upon the
approximate accuracy of the results. The railway figures are the most com-
plete, covering all railroads in Class I—a group conducting some 97 per
cent of all railway operations in the country. The geographical distribu-
tion of the questionnaires returned appears to be satisfactory since, in most
industries, it accords reasonably well with the actual distribution of the
enterprises in question.
As previously stated, the object of this volume is to present a general
picture of the conditions of employees throughout the United States and
the effect upon them of a severe depression such as occurred in 1921. The
form in which the figures are presented serves this end.Of course, it is
possible that the changes accompanying this particular depression are
radically different from those which have characterized other supposedly
similar periods. The reader can form his own opinion on this score. At any
rate, the figures give a picture of industry in one boom and in one depression
and in the transition period connecting them. Later studies will doubtless
show which of the phenomena observed characterize all such phases of the
economic cycle.If any of the characteristics are typical, it may be possible
to carry back the record to earlier periods through the use of index numbers.
At least, a study like this furnishes a foundation for further work along
similar lines.